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into	 the	 diaspora.	 The	 accompanying	 wave	 of	 technological	 advancements	 and	 the	
mushrooming	 of	 mostly	 diaspora‐based	 online	 media	 have	 opened	 up	 new	 vistas	 of	
communication,	 enabling	 a	 hitherto	 ‘silenced’	 community	 of	 ordinary	 people	 to	










Since	 the	 Zimbabwe	 ‘crisis’1	 (Masunungure	 2006;	 Mlambo	 and	 Raftopoulos	 2010;	
Muzondidya	 2009;	 Ndlovu‐Gatsheni	 2009;	 Raftopoulos	 2006)	 in	 the	 early	 2000s	 the	
Zimbabwe	 Heroes’	 Acre,	 and	 the	 selection	 and	 burial	 of	 heroes	 have	 become	 potent,	
controversial	and	contested	terrains	in	Zimbabwe’s	contentious	nation‐making	project.	
Besides	myths,	monuments	such	as	heroes’	acres	and	national	heroes	are	amongst	the	
most	 important	 nation‐making	 symbols	 to	 have	 featured	 in	 the	 Zimbabwe	 African	
National	 Union‐Patriotic	 Front’s	 (ZANU‐PF)	 post‐colonial	 national	 bonding	 narrative,	
particularly	 post‐2000.	 Successive	 ZANU‐PF	 governments	 have	 controlled	 national	
identity	narratives	in	the	public	media	since	1980.	The	year	2000	marked	a	dip	in	ZANU‐
PFs’	 popularity	 in	 Zimbabwe,	 characterised	 by	 declining	 support;	 the	 formation	 of	 a	
formidable	 opposition	 party	 (the	 Movement	 for	 Democratic	 Change	 [MDC]	 that	
performed	better	than	expected	in	the	parliamentary	elections	of	that	year,	disrupting	
ZANU‐PF’s	hegemony	for	 the	 first	 time	since	 the	1987	Unity	Accord	[Mpofu	2014a];	a	
slump	 in	 the	economy;	 rising	unemployment	 levels	and	dwindling	opportunities	 for	a	
better	life.	These	factors	were	compounded	by	the	exodus	of	a	considerable	number	of	
(especially)	skilled	and	educated	Zimbabweans	into	the	diaspora.	With	passing	time	and	









shrine,	 rendering	 it	 a	 contaminated	 space	 and	 site	 of	 national	 identity	 conflict	 and	
contest.	Osborne	(2001,	n.p.)	argues	that	in	such	a	case	national	mythologies,	symbols	
and	shrines	‘are	manipulated	to	encourage	identification	with	the	state	and	reinforce	its	
continuity	and	ubiquity’.	 Shrines	 (especially	 in	postcolonial	 settings)	are	 important	as	
they	 freeze	 the	 past	 which	 becomes	 meaningful	 and	 activated	 ‘by	 the	 contemporary	
                                                 
1 Elsewhere (Mpofu 2014a) the argument is made that the Zimbabwe crisis is multilayered, complex and cannot 
be said to have begun in the early 2000s. Zimbabwe has always gone through moments of crisis, the major instance 
perhaps being the 1963 break-up of the nationalist movement. 
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desires	of	individuals	and	communities,	and,	most	powerfully,	by	the	will	of	the	nations’	
(Osborne	2004,	 xvii).	 They	 act	 as	 spaces	 for	 ceremonies,	mourning	 and	 therapy,	 thus	
seemingly	harmonising	and	forming	an	association	with	certain	ideologies	(Kalipeni	and	




This	 article	 suggests	 that	Web	 2.0	 has	 created	 an	 architecture	 of	 participation	
(O’Reilly	 2005).	 Here,	 we	 examine	 how	 citizen	 journalism	 challenges	 Zimbabwe’s	
authoritarian	regime	on	issues	pertaining	to	national	hero	selection	and	the	usages	of	the	
Heroes’	Acre	as	a	central	national	identity	marker	from	2000–2015.	This	period	is	key	in	
Zimbabwean	politics,	 as	 the	 ‘crisis’	 in	 the	 country	had	 global	 relevance.	 ZANU‐PF	has	












a	diasporic	 online	 news	 site	 and	 citizen	 journalism	 to	 analyse	 the	 ordinary	 everyday	
citizens’	attitudes	and	opinions	on	government’s	 treatment	of	debates	on	Zimbabwe’s	
national	heroes	and	its	Heroes’	Acre.	For	the	purposes	of	this	research,	only	the	stories	
and	 citizen	 journalism	 activities	 from	 a	 case	 study	 –	 are	 used,	 namely	 the	 online	 site	
Newzimbabwe.com.	This	does	not	in	any	way	suggest	that	it	is	the	only	site	available	to	
Zimbabweans,	but	suffice	to	say	that	this	is	one	of	the	leading	online	news	platforms	in	
Zimbabwe.	 It	 is	 probably	 the	oldest	 and	was	 the	 first	 to	 introduce	 citizen	 journalism,	
allowing	 users	 to	 debate	 issues	 without	 much	 gatekeeping.	 In	 addition,	 users	 could	
contribute	to	certain	stories.	Therefore,	studying	this	website	(which	was	soon	emulated	
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post‐2003)	 provides	 some	 insight	 into	 how	 citizens	 appropriate	 new	media	 as	 tools	
which	enable	them	to	confront	the	status	quo.	Newzimbabwe.com	is	owned	by	a	Wales‐




joining	 The	 Chronicle.	 In	 company	 describes	 itself	 as	 follows:	 ‘We	 boast	 the	 finest	
correspondents	and	columnists	you	can	assemble	in	Zimbabwe	and	abroad.	The	constant	
flow	of	brilliantly	presented	ideas	and	strong	argument	has	brought	us	plaudits,	while	





the	 discourse	 of	 nation‐formation	 from	 ZANU‐PF	 control,	 while	 affording	 ordinary	
Zimbabweans	 an	 opportunity	 to	 exercise	 agency	 by	 giving	 them	 a	 voice	 on	 national	
debates.	To	do	this,	of	course	the	dominant	narratives	of	ZANU‐PF	and	the	public	media	




sharing,	 and	 posting	 eyewitness	 commentary	 on	 current	 events’	 and	 commenting	 on	
stories.	 Methodologically,	 this	 researcher	 used	 the	 website’s	 search	 bars	 to	 enter	
keywords	 like	 ‘Heroes’	 Acre’,	 ‘heroes’	 and	 ‘heroes’	 burial’.	 Stories	 related	 to	 these	
keywords	were	conveniently	selected	and	read.	Next,	stories	and	comments	considered	
useful	 for	 this	 article,	were	 subjectively	 selected.	 The	 selected	 postings	 largely	 railed	
against	the	status	quo.	As	a	result,	the	study	grapples	with	the	following	questions:	What	
are	 the	 meanings	 of	 ZANU‐PF’s	 constructions	 and	 imaginations	 of	 the	 Heroes’	 Acre,	
heroes	and	national	identity,	and	how	are	these	received	by	online	audiences?	How	have	








resist	 social	 inequality’	 (ibid.).	 This	 research	 takes	 the	 position	 that	 ZANU‐PF	 has	
narrowed	down	and	even	excluded	the	citizenry	from	participating	in	national	debates,	















Part	 of	 Mugabe’s	 totalitarian	 legacy	 in	 post‐2000	 Zimbabwe	 is	 the	 contributions	 he	
inadvertently	made	to	the	growth	of	new	media	–	especially	online	news	sites.	Thus,	as	
the	 socio‐political	 and	 economic	 chaos	 which	 ZANU‐PF	 has	 ushered	 Zimbabwe	 into	
gained	momentum	in	the	2000s,	a	large	number	of	people	fled	the	country	as	political	




though	 there	 are	 challenges	 related	 to	 affordability	 of	 software	 and	 hardware,	










and	act	 in	 ‘host	 countries	but	maintaining	 strong	 sentimental	 and	material	 links	with	
their	 countries	 of	 origin	 –	 their	 homelands’.	 The	 Zimbabwean	 diaspora’s	 definition	
(because	of	the	way	some	of	them	left	the	homeland)	has	‘emotion‐laden	connotations	of	
uprootedness,	 precariousness	 and	 homesickness	 provid[ing]	 explanations	 for	 the	
group’s	enduring	and	nostalgic	loyalty	to	…	the	country	of	origin’	(ibid,	314).	
While	journalism	has	hitherto	been	viewed	as	a	lecture,	online	news	media	have	




Cammaerts	 and	 Carpentier	 2008;	 Mpofu	 2014a	 and	 b)	 to	 the	 public	 media,	 whose	
political	economy	means	they	have	to	support	ZANU‐PF.	This	expansion	has	enriched	the	




are	 usually	 conceptualised	 as	 playing	 a	 counter‐hegemonic	 role	 in	 society,	 in	 railing	





simple	 to	 account,	 yet	 profound.	 Those	 members	 in	 the	 news	 consumption	 chain	
(previously	called	‘consumers’)	are	now	both	consumers	and	producers,	as	online	media	
allow	them	to	gather,	process	and	distribute	material	by	writing	blogs	attached	to	news	
sites,	 posting	 videos	 and	 photographs,	 or	 commenting	 under	 ‘stories’.	 Another	




accessible	 in	 the	 print	 and	 broadcast	 media	 controlled	 by	 ZANU‐PF	 in	 Zimbabwe.	
Recently,	almost	all	Zimbabwean	newspapers	–	private	and	public	–	went	online,	making	





advertising/funding	 from	 their	 founders	 –	 a	 political	 economy	 vastly	 different	 from	
publicly	 owned	 media.	 Reader	 participation	 or	 citizen	 journalism	 gives	 some	 stories	
credibility,	especially	when	confirmed	by	citizens	who	are	 in	proximity	to	an	event	or	
experienced	 it	 first‐hand	 (Gulyas	 2013).	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 official	 communication	 –	
especially	during	 election	 time	 –	 citizen	 journalists	 ‘trade’	 in	 and	with	 information	 in	
parallel	communicative	spaces	(see	Moyo’s	[2009]	study	of	Zimbabwe’s	2008	elections).	
While	 scholars	 like	Pavlic	 (2000)	 suggest	 that	 citizen	 journalism	has	 created	 a	
two‐way	street	of	communication	between	journalists	and	the	public,	evidence	from	my	
research	in	Zimbabwe	points	to	the	fact	that	journalists,	after	publishing	stories	online,	








point	 out	 that	 in	 countries	 where	 state	 security	 agents	 monitor	 people’s	 private	
communications,	 it	 is	 imperative	that	citizen	 journalists	be	cautious	and	not	risk	their	
own	 security	 or	 that	 of	 their	 families.	 Besides	 the	 negative	 aspects	 of	 participatory	
journalism	(e.g.,	an	avalanche	of	uncontrolled	comments	or	flaming	[lack	of	civility	and	






people	having	been	 reduced	 to	vending	 second‐hand	 clothing,	 fruit	 and	vegetables	or	
telephone	 recharge	 card,	 bread‐and‐butter	 issues	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 important	 than	
informational	 needs.	While	 citizen	 journalism	 has	 dismantled	 gatekeeping	 and	 other	
















...	 a	 burial	 ground	 and	 national	 monument	 …	 Its	 stated	 purpose	 is	 to	 commemorate	











The	 Heroes’	 Acre	 hosts	 the	 remains	 of	 undistinguished	 guerillas	 who	 only	
participated	 in	 the	 violent	 Third	 Chimurenga,	 people	 such	 as	 Cain	 Nkala,	 Chenjerai	
















20	 000	 Ndebele‐speaking	 people,	 perceived	 to	 be	 PF‐ZAPU	 supporters,	 were	 killed	
(Mpofu	2015b).	Lesabe	had	the	credentials	of	a	national	heroine,	having	 fought	 in	 the	
country’s	liberation	war	and	later	served	as	a	minister.	According	to	Amos	Ngwenya,	in	
an	opinion	article	 in	Newzimbabwe.com	(February	14,	2011),	Lesabe’s	crime	was	that	







We	 could	 not	 confer	 to	 her	 a	 national	 heroine	 status,	 which	 was	 her	 rightful	 status,	









in	 no	 small	 measure	 by	 his	 liberation	 war	 credentials,	 but	 his	 post‐independence	
dalliance	with	opposition	politics	could	be	seen	as	falling	short	of	a	standard	…	that	heroes	
must	have	‘pursued	and	promoted	the	ideals	of	the	liberation	struggle	consistently	and	






Heroes’	 Acre,	 who	 had	 no	 post‐war	 connection	 with	 ZANU‐PF,	 include	 the	 former	
Commercial	Farmers’	Union	leader	Gary	Magadzire	and	Joseph	Culverwell.	There	is	scant	







for	 the	 shrine	 to	 be	 inclusive.	 These	 alternative	 voices	 attempt	 to	 upset	 ZANU‐PF’s	
dominant	discourses.	While	the	ruling	party	has	forcefully	harnessed	colonial	memory	
which	tends	to	expediently	privilege	its	position	as	a	nationalist	party	for	the	purpose	of	
nation	 building	 and	 identity	 construction,	 debates	 in	 online	 media	 rail	 against	 this	
(ab)use	 of	 colonial	memory,	 patriotic	 history	 and	 journalism	 (Kriger	 2006;	 Phimister	
2012;	Ranger	2004;	Tendi	2008).	For	example,	in	a	challenge	to	ZANU‐PF’s	dominance	
and	control	over	the	Heroes’	Acre	and	liberation	memory,	Newzimbabwe.com	blogger,	





















































Umuntu	 comments	 on	 the	 story,	 pointing	 out:	 ‘I	 thought	 that	 place	was	 called	



































quoted	 by	 Newzimbabwe.com	 (March	 26,	 2011)	 as	 contending	 that	 the	 Heroes’	 Acre	
belongs	to	ZANU‐PF	and	‘only	members	of…	ZANU‐PF	…	will	be	buried	at	the	national	









Heroes’	Acre	…	 is	now	a	 true	reflection	not	of	 the	history	of	our	 liberation,	but	of	 the	
betrayal	of	our	Independence	…	it	has	become	a	place	where	those	true	heroes	are	forced	
to	witness	the	destruction	of	what	they	struggled	to	achieve.	ZANU‐PF	has	appropriated	
Heroes’	 Acre,	 turning	 it	 into	 a	 cemetery	 for	 the	 human	 instruments	 of	 murder	 and	
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corruption	 and	 oppression	 through	 which	 they	 have	 stolen	 Zimbabwe	 from	 the	
Zimbabwean	people.	(Sokwanele,	November	21,	2004)	
	
The	Heroes’	 Acre	 is	 not	 only	 a	 contested	 space:	 some	 heroes	 and	 their	 families	 have	
rejected	the	‘honour’	of	having	their	remains	interred	at	the	site,	branding	it	a	space	for	
crooks	and	thieves	with	whom	they	would	not	want	to	be	associated.	While	‘insiders’	to	
the	 country’s	 liberation	war	 and	nation‐making	process	 have	 rejected	 the	 ‘honour’	 of	
being	buried	at	the	shrine,	‘outsiders’/opposition	parties	have	clamoured	for	inclusion,	
both	 in	 terms	 of	 identifying	 heroes	 and	 burial	 at	 the	 shrine	 (particularly	 during	 the	






declared	 a	 national	 hero.	 A	 prominent	 example	 is	 that	 of	 Gibson	 Sibanda,	 Deputy	
President	of	MDC	and	a	GNU	cabinet	minister.	When	he	died	in	2010,	both	the	MDC	and	
MDC‐T	approached	ZANU‐PF	to	have	him	declared	a	national	hero.	Their	request	speaks	




years	 for	 his	 role	 in	 the	 liberation	 struggle	 and	 was	 instrumental	 in	 postcolonial	
opposition	politics,	including	the	formation	of	the	GNU	in	2008:	
	
He	was	a	critical	cog	 in	 the	 liberation	struggle	…	 instrumental	 in	creating	 the	ZCTU	…	
played	a	pivotal	role	in	the	formation	of	the	power	sharing	government	…	[and]	kept	true	
to	 his	 principle	 of	 ‘Zimbabwe	 first’	 and	 if	 there’s	 anyone	who	 deserves	 to	 be	 called	 a	
national	hero,	then	it	is	him.	(Newzimbabwe.com,	August	24,	2010)	
	























of	 shock	 and	 disgust	 at	 the	 rejection	 (of	 Sibanda).	 Did	 they	 really	 expect	 anything	
positive?’	(ibid.).	Magaisa	further	dents	the	credibility	and	centrality	of	the	monument	to	




were	 spouses	 of	 the	 male	 political	 elites.	 The	 other	 one	 recently	 buried	 there	 was	
President’s	 sister.	 Yet	 it	 is	 true	 that	 thousands	 of	 women	 played	 major	 roles	 in	 the	
liberation	 struggle.	 Thousands	 went	 to	 the	 front	 and	 fought	 alongside	 their	 male	











Besides	 boycotting	 national	 heroes’	 holidays/burials,	 and	 openly	 criticizing	













of	 identifying	and	honouring	heroes	by	 celebrating	 these	 ‘heroes’	 in	alternative	ways,	
including	through	their	burial	places	and	in	online	media,	regardless	of	the	ruling	party’s	
stance.	Such	online	debates	thus	form	sites	of	protest,	where	competing	narratives	of	the	
nation’s	 alternative	 to	 ZANU‐PF	 are	 produced,	 circulated	 and	 reproduced	 via	 online	
media	(Sumartojo	2012).	For	instance,	at	the	burial	of	Gibson	Sibanda,	Prime	Minister	
Morgan	Tsvangirayi	said:	‘[T]oday	we	are	burying	a	national	hero	whose	works	speak	for	

















it	 to	 carry	 weight,	 as	 a	 person’s	 life	 and	 contribution	 to	 the	 country	 testify	 to	 their	




a	 hero	 by	 the	 narrow	 definition	 of	 ZANU‐PF’s	 central	 committee.	 That	 his	 colleagues	
wrote	a	letter	to	President	Mugabe	seeking	to	have	him	interred	at	the	National	Heroes’	
Acre	baffles	the	mind.	This	is	because	that	particular	resting	place	of	most	of	the	leaders	































Alternative	 versions	 of	 nationhood	 (see	 Mpofu	 2014a,	 2016)	 suggest	 that	
monuments	 like	 the	 Heroes’	 Acre	 and	 national	 holidays	 ‘rather	 than	 being	 sites	 of	











media	 debates,	 are	 tilted	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 dominant	 Shona	 (who	 are	 characterised	 by	
intra‐ethnic	tensions)	(Mpofu	2014).	Currently,	the	Zimbabwean	national	project	stands	
as	a	‘permanently	stained	…	cloth	of	postcolonial	nationalism	(Worby	1998,	566),	owing	
to	 the	 1980s	 genocide	 which	 claimed	 well	 in	 excess	 of	 20	 0000	 mainly	 isiNdebele‐
speaking	 people,	 who	 were	 seen	 by	 Mugabe	 as	 supporters	 of	 his	 opponent,	 Joshua	





believed	 to	 be	 an	 architect	 of	 the	 dissident	 insurgency	 of	 the	 1980s.	 Joshua	Nkomo’s	









grievances,	 started	 to	 disintegrate	 on	 the	 verge	 of	 independence	 as	 its	 leaders	
manoeuvred	to	inherit	power’.	These	movements	were	characterised	by	ethnic	tensions	
and	a	 lack	of	 intra‐group	cohesion,	as	they	consist	of	 ideologically	opposed	sub‐ethnic	
groups.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 larger	 body	 of	 scholarly	 writing,	 many	 possible	 and	
unconfirmed	interpretations	of	how	ethnicity	informs	national	heroism	are	discussed	in	
online	media.	Even	though	the	veracity	of	some	discussions	cannot	be	ascertained,	it	is	





with	 Joice	 Mujuru’s	 newly	 formed	 People	 First	 opposition	 party)	 wrote	 in	
Newzimbabwe.com	 (March	 8	 2011)	 after	 the	 death	 of	 Thenjiwe	 Lesabe:	 ‘Lesabe’s	
passing‐on	also	brought	 into	perspective	ZANU‐PF’s	 slide	back	 to	Gukurahundi	mode,	


















part	 of	 ZAPU;	 2‐You	 have	 to	 be	 Ndebele.	 Being	 one	 of	 these	 is	 bad,	 being	 both	
























Here,	 ben	 bown	 suggests	 that	 ethnic	 particularism	 and	 the	 institutionalisation	 of	
differences	perpetuate	conflict	and	division.	The	appeal	to	speak	about	issues	that	affect	
Zimbabwe,	 rather	 than	 about	 ethnicity,	 seems	 to	 suggest	 that	 since	 ethnicity	 is	












poor	 Zimbabweans,	 however,	 who	 rely	 on	 radio.	 Moreover,	 contrary	 to	 Appadurai’s	
(1996)	 and	 Hobsbawn’s	 (1990)	 arguments,	 modernity,	 technological	 advances,	
globalisation	and	the	mass	movement	of	people	have	not	undermined	national	affections,	
but	 have	 rather	made	 it	 possible	 for	 people	 to	 participate	 in	 important	 debates.	 This	
assertion	 complements	 global	 scholarship	 which	 abounds	 with	 case	 studies	 on	 how	
technological	developments	(internet	and	its	enabling	technologies)	challenge	the	notion	
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